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THE TURK WHO ADDED COLOR 
TO THE ART WORLD
Fikret Mualla
By Taha Toros
The genious painter Picasso presen­
ted him with one of his pieces. He, in 
turn, had gained enough recognition 
in the art world that he could easily 
sell Picasso one of his own. This pain­
ter, who added color to colors, died in 
a deserted village on the Alps without 
ever knowing fame or how famous he 
would one day become.
It was only after Fikret Mualla died 
that his name was permanently nailed 
on the walls of the art notability as the 
man who, with his masterful brush, 
bewitched Paris with his human and 
colorful types.
Fikret Mualla led a sad life. On each 
anniversary of his death, I recall our 
meetings of the past and reread his
letters of several years. As I read the­
se and other papers, look at his pho­
tographs and admire the paintings 
which decorate my study, I can almost 
see his fatigued, mimicky face and-  
hear the sobs reflecting his rebellion 
against the life he dispaired of.
Probably due to his difficult and bel­
ligerent personality and his constantly 
changing mood, he was unsympatheti­
cally called "the insane painter”  by 
those around him. Was he indeed insa­
ne? Or, was he so far beyond and a- 
bove those around him? Did they know 
he possessed a fiery and jubilent 
mind? Had anybody really understood 
the lows he would reach, the inner 
turmoils he would suffer?
In my opinion, Fikret Mualla was 
deeply affected by being a cripple at 
a very early age, as well as by his self 
-invented guilt in connection with the 
untimely death of his mother due to 
Spanish influenza. Having unfortunate 
beginnings, coupled with a love of 
adventure, made it impossible for his 
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life to settle itself on a permanent and 
stable direction. His insides were like 
a volcano- erupting at its full force at 
times, followed by mellowing and dor­
mant stages. Often enough he had 
been a visitor of jails, police precincts, 
and mental institutions at those times 
when the volcano would burst.
In order to return to peace and quiet, 
he would either have to sob for hours, 
or put out his inner fires with the 
strokes of his brush.
During his youth, Turkey’s famous 
psychiatrist Professor Mazhar Osman, 
together with some French authori­
ties, studied Fikret Mualla’s multi-di­
rectional character and his dreadful 
eruptions and concluded that he was 
an artist to whom self-control was ab­
solutely impossible. They further 
agreed that his inner depressions 
showed in his art and his art played a 
great role in his depressions, and that 
he would lead a harmonious life only 
after having found the discipline that 
would satisfy him in his paintings.
In contrast with his restless nature 
and foul - mouthedness, there was the 
other side of Mualla, who, at times, 
was a poet, literarist and a humorist, 
whose manners and courteousness 
were like the calmness of a lake as 
opposed to the exuberance of flood 
waters. It was not seldom that the 
laughter of the previous minute would 
be followed by ample sobs if the con­
versation changed and reminded him 
of a sad event of the past.
While leading a stormy and explo­
sive life, he was also full of fear of 
tomorrow and consumed with suspi­
cion. His phobia of the police and spi­
es made him a fearful person. Often 
belligerent, he on several occas­
ions hurt his dearest and closest frien­
ds. Once aware of the hurt he 
caused, he would plead forgiveness 
and beg them to disregard his «sick­
ness». Those close friends always un­
derstood and always forgave.
His principal enemy was the police. 
Upon seeing a uniformed policeman,
he would either jump on him, or throw 
an empty bottle and run. There were 
reasons for this type of behaviour. On 
numerous occasions, he had been 
beaten by the police in Istanbul, the 
police in Paris, not to mention the 
waiters, porters and the like, in hotels, 
restaurants and coffee houses. His an­
tipathy of the police lasted subcon­
sciously throughout his life.
Mualla consistently loved and never, 
abandoned two things in his life-drink­
ing and painting.
Money and fame meant nothing to 
him. Without ever boasting or allowing 
anyone to praise his work, without 
ever flirting with fame, he lived in his 
own little world. He never saved mo­
ney, never knew frugality. No matter 
how much he started out with in the 
morning, by night fall, he invariably 
had nothing left. He would feel satis­
fied when he sold a painting, no mat­
ter how underpriced. Then, he would 
face another day, making sure he 
painted each day.
Despite the number of days he 
spent hungry, he never stopped paint­
ing. During the German occupation of 
Paris, when paper was scarce, he 
would, in the pitch dark of the night, 
take down posted advertisements, cut 
the unused portions of the paper and 
paint on them. He would then use 
these small paintings and sketches in 
lieu of money at the restaurants for 
the food he ate.
There were also plenty of times 
when he was dispossessed - the park 
benches and metro stations substitu- —  
ted for a warm bed on nights when he 
had no place to go. Even then, he 
managed to paint. The fiery, internal 
love of art he possessed would revi­
talize him and the strength to survive 
would always return. It was this unu­
sual attachment to his art that made 
him defy the diagnosis of doctors in 
1947 when he was told he had cirrho­
sis of the liver and had less than 20 
weeks to live. He lived another 20 
years.
It could be said that Fikret Mualla 
was the Van Gogh of the Turks. The a r t . 
critics in Paris often compared him to 
Toulouse Lautrec. Fikret Mualla how­
ever, never imitated any artist. He in­
vented his own style. His masterful 
tw ist of fingers played a big role in his 
colorful creations. He separated line 
with paint. He created jokeful, funny 
and thoughtful types with vivid colors.
He chose people as his subjects, parti­
cularly people of Paris: visitors of 
gambling houses, restaurants and bars 
and ordinary street people. Lower 
class people were reflected with their 
full color in his works. It is difficult to 
price these works of art today even- 
though at the time he created them, 
some were given to waiters in ex­
change for a glass of wine.
Fikret Mualla, in the long run, be­
came the painter of Parisians. He 
spent his most productive 29 
years there. This is why he has few 
works of art representing Turkish peo­
ple and the Turkish spirit. We Turks, 
somehow, were never able to make 
him return to his home country.But, in 
far away lands, with his brush in his 
hand, he brought his heritage to peaks, 
and more than adequately proved his 
origins.
Mualla, who could not be brought 
home during his life time, was remem­
bered after his death. His remains 
were brought to Turkey; his fame and 
works remained abroad. How sad it is 
for our art-loving culture to admit that 
we never adequately appreciated him 
while he was alive, allowed him to be 
in need of strangers in strange lands, 
and only remembered him after his 
death, after his fame. I would like to 
think that the lesson we learned from 
Fikret Mualla is that we should be 
supportive of our artists, not after 
their death, but while they are alive 
and productive.
SUMMARY
Fikret Mualla's life could be sum- _ 
marized as follows: he was from a
well-known Istanbul family. His fath­
er and grandfather were educated peo­
ple who worked for the auditing and 
accounting firm of Duyum-u Umumiye 
which analyzed the old debts of the 
Ottoman Empire for the new Turkish 
Republic. Fikret Mualla was the first 
child born to Mahmut Ekrem (Saygi), 
then the personnel manager of the 
auditing firm, and Miss Nuber in 1903. 
They named him Mualla, more of a 
woman’s name than a man's as there 
were very few girls in the family. The 
family’s desire for a girl was further 
expressed by Fikret Mualla’s up-bring­
ing; they, for instance, never cut his 
hair until he was five years old, which 
was unusual in the Turkish culture of 
the time.
While attending the Galatasaray 
Lycee, Fikret Mualla was injured in a
soccer game and became crippled for 
life. During his days of recuperation 
from the injury, he faced his mother’s 
sudden death. These two events mar­
ked the beginning of his nervous dis­
orders: He was about 16 or 17 when 
he was sent to Switzerland to study 
engineering. After remaining there for 
only one year, he went to Germany 
and registered at the Academy of Fine 
Arts in Berlin. Six years later, he grad­
uated from the Academy with honors. 
While a student, he received financial 
assistance and scholarships from the 
Egyptian Royal family. For a short 
period, he taught at the Berlin Aca­
demy and was an assistant to the fa­
mous painter of historical scenes, 
Professor Artur Kampf. In order to 
enhance his career in art, he went to 
Paris in 1927. He then returned to 
Istanbul in 1928 and taught art at his 
former school, the Galatasaray Lycee. 
As a result of a small controversy 
with the administration, he soon 
resigned. He then started teaching art 
in Ayvalık, but quit, again as a result 
of a fight. These times were also punc­
tuated by frequent fights with his ami­
able father. One of the last unfortun­
ate events was his arrest in a Beyoğlu 
bar as a result of his belligerent be­
havior. The famous Turkish psychiat­
rist of the times, Professor Mazhar 
Osman, intervened and secured his 
transfer from jail to the Bakırköy Men­
tal Institution where he remained for 
several years. When his father died in 
1938, Mualla sold the family house 
which he inherited, and self-exiled 
himself to Paris. That was his last 
departure from Turkey. 29 years later, 
in 1967, he died in France.Six years af­
ter his death, his remains were brou­
ght to Turkey and buried in the Karaca- 
ahmet Cemetery.
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